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(57) ABSTRACT 

A coherency technique for multiprocessor systems in Which 
threads perform atomic read or atomic Write transactions 

pursuant to memory-to-memory copy instructions or 

memory-to-memory compare-and-exchange instructions. 
Although the source reads and target Writes are each atomic, 

the instruction is not required to be atomic from the read 

through the Write operation. Accordingly, once a ?rst thread 

reads source data pursuant to a read, for example, it may 

alloW other threads to access that data prior to completing its 

oWn target Write. The data may include a version stamp. 

After the ?rst thread operates on the data, softWare may read 

in the version stamp a second time. If the tWo version stamps 

agree, the results of the thread’s operation may be consid 

ered valid for lookup operations. For a compare and 

exchange operation, a thread may read data from a source 

location. Subsequently, the thread may read atomically a 

current copy of a version stamp from a target address, 

compare it to a version of the same version stamp obtained 

earlier, and, if the tWo version stamps agree, Write the source 

data to the target address. 

19 Claims, 5 Drawing Sheets 
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MEMORY-TO-MEMORY COMPARE/ 
EXCHANGE INSTRUCTIONS TO SUPPORT 
NON-BLOCKING SYNCHRONIZATION 

SCHEMES 

BACKGROUND 

The present invention relates to instruction support for 
memory-to-memory atomic copy and memory-to-memory 
compare/exchange instructions in a multiprocessor com 
puter system. More particularly, for threads employing non 
blocking synchronization schemes, the instruction support 
reduces the time in Which processors (and hence 
applications) are subject to memory access lockouts (spin 
locks). 

The Pentium Pro® processor, commercially available 
from Intel Corporation of Santa Clara, Calif., provides 
support for several register-to-memory instructions: loads, 
stores and compare-and-exchange. The load and store 
instructions transfer data from registers Within the processor 
to a public memory location or vice versa. The compare and 
exchange operation compares a value stored in a target 
address With a value stored in a predetermined pair of 
registers and, if they are equal, Writes the value from a 
second register pair to the target address. In the Pentium 
Pro® processor, registers are 32 bits Wide; the largest 
increment of data to be transferred atomically according to 
these instructions is 64-bits (using the double-Word 
compare-exchange instruction). 

The copy (load/store) and compare-and-exchange instruc 
tions provide tools for softWare designers to manage data 
structures. Of course, softWare designers routinely manage 
data structures that are much greater than the siZe of a single 
32-bit register or even a collection of registers. To extend the 
set of atomic instructions to data siZes that are much larger 
than a register Width, that approach the siZe of a processor’s 
cache line, the instructions become memory-to-memory data 
transfers rather than register-to-memory transfers. An 
instruction requires access to a source address in memory 
and to a target address in memory. By gaining access to tWo 
addresses during the course of program execution, particu 
larly in multi-threaded environments, extension of the copy 
and compare-and-exchange instruction raises a risk that 
blocking may occur among parallel threads. 
A multi-processor computer system (even a uniprocessor 

computer system) may include a plurality of “threads,” each 
of Which executes program instructions independently from 
other threads in the system. Multiple agents in a system each 
are independent threads in the system. Additionally, as is 
knoWn, resources of a single processor may be shared 
among several execution processes that are independent 
from each other. Although the processes execute on a single 
processor, they may be considered separate threads because 
their execution is independent from each other much in the 
same Way that execution among tWo or more processors may 
be independent from each other. Herein, We use the term 
“thread” to refer to any logically independent processing 
agent, regardless of Whether the threads are distributed over 
a single processor (time-multiplexed threading) or multiple 
processors (space-multiplexed threading) in a computing 
system. 

Blocking may occur When tWo or more threads attempt to 
gain oWnership of a single data element. Typically, threads 
engage in administrative protocols to synchroniZe With each 
other and to ensure that they use the most current copy of 
data available to the system. One coherency technique 
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involves locks that are applied to data by a thread While the 
thread uses the data. If a thread Were required to update a 
data structure, for example, the thread typically must acquire 
a lock, perform the data update and then release the acquired 
lock. Other threads that required access to the same data 
structure Would be denied access so long as the lock Were 
applied. The lock renders the ?rst thread’s data update 
operations “atomic” because no other thread can gain access 
to the locked data until the data structure is completely 
updated. These locks can lead to signi?cant performance 
bottlenecks because (1) threads Waiting for access to the 
locked data structure Waste CPU cycles until the lock 
becomes available, and, more importantly (2) threads hold 
ing a lock can be interrupted by other processes by a 
long-latency operation (eg due to a page fault or a interval 
timer interrupt—often in the millisecond range). In this 
circumstance, a ?rst thread that acquired a lock Would not 
make forWard progress because it Was interrupted and 
another thread requiring access to the locked data structure 
also could not make forWard progress because it Was denied 
access (because the interrupted thread holds the sought after 
lock). Both threads, the one holding the lock and the one 
seeking the lock, fail to make progress even though the data 
structure is not actively being used. 

Non-blocking synchroniZation (“NBS”) programming 
techniques also provide data coherency guarantees but they 
permit multiple threads to read and update data simulta 
neously. NBS techniques assign version stamps to data 
elements. When a thread operates on data, the thread may 
read a neW version stamp from memory and compare it to an 
older copy of the version stamp that the thread read prior to 
its data operation. If the tWo version stamps are identical, the 
thread can con?rm that the results of its data operation are 
valid. If not, the data element is assumed to have been 
updated While the data operations Were in progress; the 
thread typically re-reads the data, the version stamps and 
retries the data operation. 
No knoWn processor provides atomic copy or compare 

and-exchange instruction support for larger-than-register 
siZe memory-to-memory transfers. No knoWn processor 
provides such instruction support in the context of an NBS 
scheme. Accordingly, there is a need in the art for instruction 
support for memory-to-memory copy and compare-and 
exchange instructions that operate on data siZes that 
approach a cache line siZe in a processor. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a multiprocessor computer 
system suitable for use With embodiments of the present 
invention. 

FIG. 2 is a simpli?ed block diagram of a processor 
suitable for use With the present invention. 

FIG. 3 illustrates a method of operation for a memory 
to-memory copy instruction according to an embodiment of 
the present invention. 

FIG. 4 illustrates a method of operation for a memory 
to-memory compare and exchange instruction according to 
an embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 5 illustrates a usage model for the memory-to 
memory copy instruction of FIG. 3 according to an embodi 
ment of the present invention. 

FIG. 6 illustrates a usage model for the memory-to 
memory compare and exchange instruction of FIG. 4 
according to an embodiment of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

Embodiments of the present invention provide a coher 
ency technique for multiprocessor systems in Which threads 
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perform atomic read or atomic Write transactions pursuant to 
memory-to-memory copy instructions or memory-to 
memory compare-and-exchange instructions. In a copy 
instruction, reads and Writes are each atomic but the instruc 
tion is not required to be atomic from the read through the 
Write operation. Accordingly, once a ?rst thread copies data 
pursuant, it may permit other threads to access or update the 
data. The data may include a version stamp. After the ?rst 
thread operates on the copy of the data, it must re-read in the 
version stamp a second time to validate that the result 
computed based on the copy of the data is still meaningful. 
If the tWo version stamps agree, the results of the thread’s 
operation may be considered valid. 

For a compare and exchange operation, a thread may read 
data and operate upon it. Subsequently, the thread may 
atomically (1) read a current copy of a version stamp from 
a target address, (2) compare it to an older version of the 
same version stamp, and, (3) if the tWo version stamps agree, 
Write neW data to the target address. 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a multiprocessor computer 
system 100 suitable for use With embodiments of the present 
invention. The system may include a plurality of agents 
110—160 interconnected via a common communication bus 
170. An “agent” includes any processing entity that com 
municates via the bus 170; agents may include processors 
110—140, memories and memory controllers (collectively 
shoWn as “memory”) 150, bridge interfaces 160, digital 
signal processors or application-speci?c integrated circuits 
(not shoWn). As described above, the agents may be divided 
logically into a plurality of threads. A modem computer 
system 100 may include several clusters 180, 280 of pro 
cessors interconnected via a netWork fabric 190. FIG. 1 
illustrates tWo exemplary clusters 180, 280; there may be 
more. The second cluster 280 is shoWn as including a 
plurality of processors 210—240, a system memory 250 and 
a bridge interface 260 interconnected via a common com 
munication bus 270. This architecture also is merely illus 
trative; clusters 180, 280 need not be provisioned identically 
to one another in a distributed processing system. 

In such a system, the system memories 150, 250 of the 
system 100 de?ne a universal, shared cache-coherent 
memory space. It is possible that, during operation, an agent 
110 from one cluster 180 Will operate upon data stored in the 
memory 250 of another cluster 280. Of course, read and 
Write operations from one agent (say, 110) to memory 250 
in another cluster 280 may traverse the netWork fabric 190 
Which may impose a much longer (and possibly 
unpredictable) latency to the operation than Would a similar 
operation directed to local memory 150. For the purposes of 
this discussion, the operation of the various clusters and 
threads is not material to the operation of the present 
embodiments. It is sufficient to note that the system 100 
de?nes a shared, coherent memory space in Which data is 
stored for use by all the threads. In this regard, the operation 
of the system 100 is Well knoWn. 

According to an embodiment, a thread may have access to 
a private memory space. The private memory space may be 
provided in the thread’s internal cache hierarchy (not shoWn 
in FIG. 1). Alternatively, it may be provided by a portion of 
the universal memory space 150, 250 that is not used by the 
other threads. Such segregation of the universal memory 
space may be established as a conventional softWare 
controllable parameter of system operation. 

FIG. 2 is a simpli?ed block diagram of functional units 
Within an agent 300 suitable for use With the embodiments 
described herein. The agent 300 may include a processor 
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core 310, a cache hierarchy 320 and a bus interface unit 330. 
These entities may overlap to a degree; in the example 
shoWn in FIG. 2, an L0 cache 390 is shoWn as a member 
both of the core 310 and the cache hierarchy 320. The core 
310 may include the L0 cache 340 and a core execution unit 
350. One or more registers 360 may be provided Within the 
core execution unit 350. These registers may have a prede 
termined Width W, for example, 16, 32 or 64 bits. 
The cache hierarchy 320 may include one or more layers 

of cache. In the example shoWn in FIG. 2, three layers of 
cache are shoWn, the L0 cache 340, an L1 cache 370 and an 
L2 cache 380. Typically, loWer level caches such as the L0 
cache are smaller and faster than the caches at the higher 
levels, such as the L2 cache. In the higher level caches, such 
as the L2, cache lines may have a Width L that relates to the 
largest increment of data that may be transferred pursuant,to 
a single transaction on the external bus. For example, cache 
lines in the Pentium Pro® processor are 64 bytes While the 
register Widths are 32 bits. The middle level and loWer level 
caches (L0 and L1) may but need not be organiZed into 
cache line siZed entries. 

The bus interface unit 340 interfaces the other functional 
units With the external bus 390. In this regard, the structure 
and operation of an agent is Well knoWn. 

FIG. 3 illustrates a method of operation 1000 for a 
memory-to-memory copy instruction according to an 
embodiment of the present invention, to copy a value from 
a source address in the shared memory to a target address in 
the shared memory. The method may begin by atomically 
reading data from the source address to a non-snooped buffer 
of the thread (box 1010). It concludes by atomically Writing 
the data from the non-snooped buffer to the target address 
(box 1020). The read and Write operations are both atomic 
individually, Indeed, betWeen the atomic read and atomic 
Write operations, automatically need not be maintained 
throughout the entirety of the method 1000. Other threads 
may perform cache coherent operations to data either at the 
source address or at the target address (represented by box 
1030). Optionally, at the conclusion of the atomic Write 
1020, the thread may return a version stamp of the source 
data to the softWare level (box 1040). 
The method of FIG. 3 is useful because it avoids certain 

deadlock events that can occur in multiprocessor systems if 
the memory-to-memory COPY operation Were to require 
oWnership of both the source and the target cache lines. One 
such deadlock event can occur When a ?rst thread attempts 
to perform an operation COPY [B]=[A] While a second 
thread attempts to perform a COPY [A]=[B] and both 
instructions are atomic. In this situation, a ?rst thread reads 
the source address B and acquires its oWnership. The second 
thread acquires oWnership of the source address Abefore the 
?rst thread can access it. Having read the source addresses, 
the tWo threads attempt to gain exclusive oWnership of their 
respective target addresses (to Write to the target addresses). 
HoWever, because each thread locked the other thread’s 
target and because each thread’s instructions are atomic, 
neither thread can complete its operation. They deadlock. 

If the same event Were to occur in a system operating in 
accordance With the present embodiments; no such deadlock 
Would occur. For the COPY [B]=[A] instruction, the ?rst 
thread (say, 110) Would read the data atomically from 
address A in the shared memory to a non-snooped buffer. 
The read portion of the COPY operation is atomic; oWner 
ship of address A cannot be released until the read com 
pletes. Once the atomic read portion of the COPY operation 
completes, hoWever, the oWnership of address A is released. 
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At the same time, the second thread (say, 120) may read the 
data from address B in the shared memory to its oWn 
non-snooped buffer. Again, the operation is atomic; until the 
second thread completes the read of address B, no other 
thread can acquire oWnership of address B. When each 
thread attempts to Write to the target addresses, the target 
addresses are only oWned exclusively for the duration of the 
Write portion of the COPY operation (that stores data from 
the non-snooped buffer to the target address). The threads 
can complete their Write operations. No deadlock occurs. 

FIG. 4 illustrates a method of operation 1100 for a 
memory-to-memory compare-and-exchange instruction 
according to an embodiment of the present invention. Before 
the operation begins, an “old” version stamp may be stored 
internally Within a register of a thread. The version stamp 
may have been obtained by the thread during operation of 
prior instructions; it is an “old version stamp.” Also, prior to 
operation of the instruction a private source address stores 
data to be Written to the target address. The source address 
also stores a neW version stamp to be Written to the target 
address. 

Operation for the compare-and-exchange instruction may 
begin With an atomic read of data from the source address to 
a non-snooped buffer of the thread (box 1110). Thereafter, 
the thread may read a copy of the version stamp currently 
stored at the target address (the “current version stamp”) 
(box 1120). The thread may compare the old version and 
determine Whether they agree (boxes 1130—1140). If so, the 
thread may Write the non-snooped buffer (Which holds the 
source data) to the target address (box 1150). Both the data 
and the neW version stamp may be stored at the target 
address. Thereafter, or if the version stamps do not agree, the 
thread may return the current version stamp to the softWare 
level (box 1160). 

In an embodiment, the sequence of operations represented 
by boxes 1120—1160 may be atomic. They cannot be inter 
rupted by other cache coherent operations to the target 
address performed by another thread. Of course, cache 
coherent operations from other threads (represented by box 
1170) are permissible betWeen the atomic read of the source 
data, box 1110, and the atomic sequence of boxes 
1120—1160. Thus, exclusive oWnership of the target address 
is ensured. No other thread may gain access to the target 
address until the conditional update portion of the memory 
to-memory compare-and-exchange instruction is completed 
(or aborted if the version numbers mismatch). 

Because the compare and exchange operation 1100 may 
be performed as a pair of discrete atomic operations rather 
a single atomic sequence of operations, the operation 1000 
avoids the deadlock events that plague other schemes. While 
the read of data (box 1110) may cause the source address to 
be oWned by a single thread, the thread’s oWnership may be 
released once the read completes. Similarly, the operations 
of boxes 1120—1160 may cause a target address to be 
exclusively oWned by a single thread but only until the Write, 
if one occurs, is completed. The method of FIG. 4 prevents 
deadlock from occurring because the source address and 
target address are not required to be oWned concurrently by 
the thread executing the instruction. This signi?cantly sim 
pli?es use, silicon design and validation of these operations. 

According to an embodiment, rather than passing the 
current version stamp back to the softWare at box 1160, the 
thread simply may generate a ?ag indicating Whether the 
version stamps agreed at box 1140 or not. 

Because the foregoing embodiments are memory-to 
memory operations, the data transfers caused by the copy 

10 

15 

25 

35 

45 

55 

65 

6 
and the compare-and-exchange operations may exceed siZe 
restrictions that otherWise Would exist if the instructions 
Were register-to-memory operations. Accordingly, the 
instructions may cause a much larger data transfer to atomi 
cally occur in single instruction. In an embodiment, the 
instructions may operate on any element of data up to the 
siZe of a cache line. Cache lines in the Pentium Pro® 
processor are 64 bytes. Thus, the foregoing embodiments, if 
applied to the Pentium Pro® processor, could yield an 
eight-fold increase over instructions presently used. Of 
course, the principles of the foregoing embodiments may be 
applied to other processors having larger cache line siZes 
(e.g., 128, 256 or more bytes).According to an embodiment, 
the version stamp may be provided in an arbitrary location 
Within each cache line. The location of the version stamps 
Within a cache line may be determined by softWare devel 
opers (those Who use the instructions), and identi?ed as a 
softWare controllable parameter to the instruction itself. As 
is knoWn, system memories 150, 250 may be organiZed as 
a regular array of cache lines of data. HoWever, memory 
addresses typically identify data locations at granularities 
smaller than a cache line. Thus a memory address may be 
considered to include tWo ?elds: a cache-line address, typi 
cally represented by the most signi?cant bits of the address, 
and an offset into the cache line, represented by lesser 
signi?cant bits of the address. Although embodiments of the 
memory-to-memory copy and the memory-to-memory 
compare-and-exchange instructions may deal in cache-line 
siZed reads or Writes of data, the offset ?eld may be used 
advantageously to identify a location of the version stamp 
Within the cache line. The thread may interpret the offset 
?eld to identify a location of data to use as the version stamp. 

According to an embodiment, addressing may be applied 
to a system having any predetermined cache line length. As 
described above, the Pentium Pro® processor operates using 
a cache line length of 64 bytes; other systems may operate 
on cache lines of a different length. Typically, addresses used 
for shared memory transactions are aligned to the cache line 
lengths (to avoid false sharing). In a system having a cache 
line length of L bytes, then the loWer log2(L) bits of an 
address have no bearing on Which cache line is addressed. 
These loWer log2(L) may be used as the offset ?eld to 
determine the location of the version stamp Within the 
addressed cache line. According to an embodiment, a ver 
sion stamp may be siZed to be a one, tWo, four or eight bytes, 
or any siZe up to the siZe W of the thread’s internal registers. 

According to an embodiment, a version stamp may have 
a predetermined length (in bytes). Alternatively, the length 
of a version stamp may vary as a softWare controllable 
parameter. Syntax may be provided for the copy and 
compare-and-exchange instructions to de?ne a length of the 
version stamp. In such an embodiment, data manipulations 
(transfers, comparisons) directed to a version stamp may be 
made in data siZes de?ned by the version stamp length 
parameter of the instruction. 

The instructions presented in the foregoing embodiments 
may ?nd application for data siZes on the order of a system’s 
cache line. They, hoWever, may contribute to data manage 
ment operations for data structures of larger siZes. FIG. 5 
illustrates a usage model 1200 for an atomic lookup opera 
tion for a data structure according to an embodiment of the 
present invention. The usage model shoWn in FIG. 5 may 
operate at a softWare level Whereas the copy instruction on 
Which it is based may operate at the hardWare level of the 
thread. 

According to the embodiment, a thread may atomically 
copy a version stamp and a data element of the data structure 
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(box 1210); this ?rst copy of the version stamp is the “old” 
version. The element may be copied in conjunction With the 
version stamp. The thread may perform any operations as 
dictated by softWare that may be required by the lookup 
operation (box 1220). When the lookup data operations are 
complete, the thread may atomically read another copy of 
version stamp, called the “current version stamp” (box 
1230). The thread may compare the old and current version 
stamps to determine Whether they agree (box 1240). If they 
agree, then the results of the data operations are valid (box 
1250); the softWare may propagate the results computed by 
box 1230 to other stages. 

If the version stamps do not agree, it could indicate that 
the data structure Was altered by another thread While the 
?rst thread performed the data operations in box 1220. The 
results obtained from those data operations could be invalid. 
Accordingly, if the version stamps do not agree, the thread 
may retry the method 1200 by returning to box 1210. 

In an alternate embodiment, shoWn in FIG. 5 in phantom, 
the thread may maintain a 25 counter of the number of 
unsuccessful retry attempts. If the old and current version 
stamps repeatedly do not agree at box 1250, the thread may 
increment a counter and determine Whether the counter 
exceeds a predetermined threshold (boxes 1260—1270). If 
the threshold is exceeded, the thread may retry the data 
operations using a traditional lock variable (semaphore) that 
remains asserted throughout the data operations’ duration 
(box 1280). OtherWise, if the threshold is not exceeded, the 
thread may reiterate the operations of boxes 1210—1240. 

In another embodiment, rather than advance to static lock 
at box 1290, the softWare may impose a random or expo 
nentially increasing back-off delay before re-attempting the 
procedure starting at box 1210. Thus, if tWo threads repeat 
edly engage in competition to a shared resource, the random 
or exponentially increasing back-off delay can prevent 
repeated races betWeen them. 

The usage model described in FIG. 5 ?nds application 
With data structures of all siZes. At one extreme, a single 
version stamp may be provided for the entire data structure. 
Data structures conventionally may be quite large relative to 
cache line siZes. For example, they may be large (e.g. 
hundreds of kilobytes), dynamically-allocated data struc 
tures that are distributed across multiple virtual memory 
locations. In this embodiment, a modi?cation to any part of 
the data structure by one thread may cause the version stamp 
to be updated and may cause another thread operating 
pursuant to FIG. 5 to reiterate the operation several times 
over. 

Another extreme may be presented When a version stamp 
is provided at each cache line in the data structure. In this 
case, one thread’s modi?cation of a cache line of the data 
structure may cause reiteration of another thread’s operation 
of FIG. 5 only if the other thread is operating upon the same 
cache line. In this embodiment, the likelihood of reiteration 
may be substantially reduced When compared to the fore 
going embodiment. This second embodiment, of course, 
expands the memory consumed by the data structure; not 
only must the substantive data of the structure be stored in 
memory but version stamps must be stored at addresses as 
Well. In implementation, it is expected that softWare design 
ers Will determine hoW to construct their data structures and 
hoW to distribute version stamps throughout it. For the 
purposes of this discussion, it is suf?cient to note that the 
operation of FIG. 5 ?nds application With implementations 
at either extreme or anyWhere in betWeen. 

FIG. 6 illustrates a usage model data update method 1300 
according to an embodiment that may employ the compare 
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8 
and exchange operation of FIG. 4. This usage model may be 
executed by the thread at the softWare level. The method 
1300 may ?nd application With data structures having only 
a single version number for the entire structure, data struc 
tures having version numbers for each cache line in the 
structure or embodiments in betWeen these tWo extremes. 

The method 1300 may begin When the thread atomically 
copies an “old” version stamp and data element from the 
data structure (box 1310). Thereafter, the thread may operate 
on its private copy of the data element as may dictated by 
softWare (box 1320). To distinguish the updated data ele 
ment from prior versions of the same element, the updating 
thread may create a “new” version number Within the private 
copy of the data element. When the data update operations 
are complete, the thread may load the “old” version number 
into a predetermined register for access by the compare 
and-exchange instruction (box 1330). The thread then 
executes the compare-and-exchange instruction (box 1340). 
As described in FIG. 3, the compare and exchange instruc 
tion may compare old and current version numbers at the 
hardWare level and, if they agree, Write data from a source 
location to a target location. 

After the compare-and-exchange operation completes, the 
thread may compare the old and current versions stamps at 
the softWare level (box 1350). If so, then the update Was 
successful and the softWare may advance to other stages of 
processing (box 1360). 

If the compare and exchange Was not successful, the 
method 1300 may be retried. As With the operation of FIG. 
5, several embodiments are available. In a ?rst embodiment, 
the thread may return to box 1310 and retry the entire 
method 1300. Alternatively, the softWare may maintain a 
counter of unsuccessful iterations and, if the counter exceeds 
a predetermined threshold, the softWare may attempt to 
accomplish the data operations using a permanent lock 
(boxes 1370—1390). And, as With the other embodiment, 
random delays or exponentially increasing delays may be 
introduced before retries to avoid race conditions. 

Several embodiments of the present invention are spe 
ci?cally illustrated and described herein. HoWever, it Will be 
appreciated that modi?cations and variations of the present 
invention are covered by the above teachings and Within the 
purvieW of the appended claims Without departing from the 
spirit and intended scope of the invention. 

I claim: 
1. A method of implementing an atomic compare and 

exchange operation, comprising: 
atomically reading data from a target memory location to 

a thread; and 
atomically: 

reading a ?rst version stamp from the target memory 
location, 

comparing the ?rst version stamp With a second version 
stamp stored by the thread, and 

if the ?rst and the second version stamps agree, Writing 
source data to the target memory location, 

Wherein other threads are permitted access to the target 
memory location betWeen atomic operations. 

2. The method of claim 1, Wherein the reading and Writing 
respectively transfer a quantity of data larger than an internal 
register of the thread. 

3. The method of claim 1, Wherein the reading and Writing 
respectively transfer a quantity of data up to a cache line of 
a computer system in Which the thread is located. 

4. The method of claim 1, Wherein the reading is directed 
to a predetermined address in a system memory, a ?rst 
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portion of the address representing a cache line from Which 
the data is to be read and a second portion of the address 
representing a location Within the cache line Where a version 
stamp is located. 

5. The method of claim 4, Wherein a length of the version 
stamp is de?ned by an instruction used by softWare to invoke 
the method. 

6. The method of claim 1, Wherein, in a system having 
aligned cache lines of L bytes in length, the second portion 
is log2(L) in length. 

7. The method of claim 1, Wherein data at the source 
location includes a third version stamp. 

8. The method of claim 1, further comprising returning the 
?rst version stamp to a softWare level of the thread. 

9. The method of claim 1, further comprising, if the ?rst 
and the second version stamps agree, returning a ?ag indi 
cating that the version stamps agree. 

10. The method of claim 1, further comprising, if the ?rst 
and the second version stamps do not agree, returning a ?ag 
indicating that the version stamps do not agree. 

11. A method of implementing an atomic memory-to 
memory compare and eXchange operation, comprising: 

atomically reading a set of data from a target memory 
location to a thread, the set of data having a siZe in 
eXcess of a cache line siZe characteristic of the thread; 
and 

atomically: 
reading a ?rst version stamp from the target memory 

location, 
comparing the ?rst version stamp With a second version 

stamp stored by the thread, and 
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if the ?rst and the second version stamps agree, Writing 

a second set of data to at least a portion of the target 
memory location, the second of data having a siZe in 
eXcess of a cache line siZe characteristic of the 
thread. 

12. The method of claim 11, Wherein other threads are 
permitted access to the target memory location betWeen 
atomic operations. 

13. The method of claim 11, Wherein the reading is 
directed to a predetermined address in a system memory, a 
?rst portion of the address representing a cache line from 
Which the data is to be read and a second portion of the 
address representing a location Within the cache line Where 
a version stamp is located. 

14. The method of claim 11, Wherein, in a system having 
aligned cache lines of L bytes in length, the second portion 
is log2(L) in length. 

15. The method of claim 14, Wherein a length of the 
version stamp is de?ned by an instruction used by softWare 
to invoke the method. 

16. The method of claim 11, Wherein data at the source 
location includes a third version stamp. 

17. The method of claim 11, further comprising returning 
the ?rst version stamp to a softWare level of the thread. 

18. The method of claim 11, further comprising, if the ?rst 
and the second version stamps agree, returning a ?ag indi 
cating that the version stamps agree. 

19. The method of claim 11, further comprising, if the ?rst 
and the second version stamps do not agree, returning a ?ag 
indicating that the version stamps do not agree. 

* * * * * 


